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I am an atheist but I once did experience the shock of a vision. I was with my brother Dominic, his wife Eva, and their children; we were walking the gloomy and empty beaches at the southern most tip of the Australian coast. Even though it was summer, a sharp wind had foamed the sea. As we emerged from scrub and onto the beach, we saw a line of crows, a horizontal dotting along the shoreline; they were pecking into the sand. The first bird we approached was tearing into a dark object, and it refused to move as our shadows fell across it. Then my niece Lisa spotted what it was pecking.

—Get away, you dirty bird.

She let go of my hand and ran towards the creatures. She stopped abruptly.

A heart, large; too big to be human. All along the shore the crows were feeding on blood and innards, liver and stomach and lung. Each crow kept a respectful solitaire. They ate alone, a few metres away from each other. The terror I experienced is indescribable. All I can say of it is that I had stumbled across the mad order of nature: it was screaming out the riddle of God. When we looked out to the chopping sea, a dark mirror of oil caught our attention. The oil slick rode with the waves, rippling and shaking, but it retained its ovular form. Caught in the middle were large grey birds, those still alive were squealing weakly. I’ve never again—thankfully, never since that day—experienced such sound: the hopeless feeble lamentations, the will betrayed by exhaustion.

Why did we feel fear? It was the insane symmetry, the mathematical symmetry of what I saw—the neat column of birds feeding on blood and flesh. I can understand why the crow appears again and again in folk superstition as the herald of death. I saw them hungry for meat, famished, their zeal murderous.

This book is about a family, my family, which has been followed by the crow for generations. This is a myth and, like all myths, atheists and skeptics will scorn it. I’m not sure that I myself can claim a faith in what I am about to tell you.

•

On the beach Dominic rushed towards his child, scooped her in his large strong arms, held her, Shush Litsa, Shush. And he kicked at the crows. They circled above. Let’s turn back, he said, his only thought his children. But part of me wanted to stay, I wanted to face this terror, examine it, wanted to comprehend it. Dominic has a particular strength that I wish were mine, this ability to turn away. He hates the crow, whatever that might mean, and he turns away from it. He has a faith that I don’t have. We walked in a single file back away from the ocean, Dom holding Lisa, Eva with the baby, and me the last in line. I turned back and saw that the crows had returned to their feast. I heard the whimpering of the dying birds caught in their greasy prison.

Later, around the fire, the children asleep in the tents, I started questioning Dominic about the crow. What did it mean? Why had it followed us all our lives? He was exasperated by my questions. Eva was smoking a joint, in and out of the conversation.

—It’s a myth, Louie, he told me. Understand? It’s part of our family, who we are. Hasn’t it always been with us?

—But myths aren’t true, I insisted.

He laughed and stoked the fire.

—That’s university talking, he goaded me, you just want to question everything.

—So myths are true?

—Some are. He. was stroking Eva’s knee. She was smiling at me.

—What do you think, Eva?

We both looked at her.

—I don’t know, she answered, offering me the joint. This is about your family, what I think doesn’t matter.

—But you’re family, insisted Dominic, what are we if not a family?

—I’m your wife, Dom, she answered softly. She got up and wiped her pants clean of dirt and twigs. I’m going to bed, she said, and kissed us both goodnight. I watched my brother kiss his wife, he closed his eyes as their lips touched, and I was jealous. Such a strong man, my brother, the way he had rushed towards Lisa on the beach. I know, I know that he must have shared my terror, shared my loathing of those birds. But he acted, for his daughter. I reached out and touched him, softly, on his knee.

—What?

—Nothing.

He ruffled my hair.

—Louie, Louie, he sang, and began rolling another joint. Don’t worry about what doesn’t make sense, what you can’t understand. Just worry about what is real, what you can touch, what you can feel.

—Our family are a bit obsessed with myths, aren’t they? I was doodling, with a stick, in the dirt. He didn’t answer, I had made him sad.

—The crow is nothing, Lou, all right? You don’t need the crow to understand our family. He sat up, handed me the joint, and when he spoke again his voice was firm, the older brother’s voice. I’m going to the tent. Make sure the fire’s out when you pack it in, right?

I nodded. I was alone. I looked into the slowly dwindling fire and could hear the light snores of the children, the shifting of the adult bodies. A family at sleep. I looked into the fire and thought about family.

•

It was Dominic who taught me how to clean underneath my foreskin. I don’t know who taught him, he never said. Dad just never thought of it. He was cut and so he probably had no idea of the hygiene required for uncircumcised cocks. That the three of us boys kept our foreskins was Mum’s idea, a decision she made straight after Dominic’s birth, against the protestations of the doctor and the mild questioning of my father. I wonder whether she thought that somehow this would connect us boys to her land and to her history: our cocks were matriarchal and Greek, not patriarchal and Australian.

I was twelve and Dominic was about to get married. We had visited a store in Prahran that hired out suits and tuxedoes. I was to be the youngest groomsman. I was growing impatient—I hate clothes shopping! Mum kept fiddling with the tuxedo trouser leg, slipping in pins and recalculating measurements. Our brother Tommy had stepped outside, in his tux, middle of the day in High Street, smoking a cigarette.

—It’ll be all right, I groaned.

—It looks fine, agreed Dom.

—Too short.

We couldn’t sway her. Dominic knelt down beside her and checked. It’s fine, he repeated. Reluctantly she stood up.

Later, back home, Dominic entered the bedroom I shared with Tommy. Tom was on his bed, reading Mad magazine. Dom ordered him out.

—Get fucked.

My oldest brother never once took an order from Tommy.

—Out, he warned.

Tommy, bitching, left the room.

—What, is it? Everything for the last month had been the wedding. Dom was tense. He sat on my bed and refused to look at me.

—Louie, you know about cleaning yourself?

There’s no way to hide from a question like that. Looking back now I realise that, at twelve years of age, I was a shy and nervous kid. Easily humiliated. Dom was gentle, but loud waves of blood smashed against my ears. What he said to me sounded muffled, came from a long way away.

—Listen, you know how to pull back the skin on your dick? It was the first time he looked at me. I nodded. It was a lie.

—Good, well when you shower just pull back the skin and give yourself a wash. He took a deep breath, relieved it was over, and came over and hugged me. I was burning. He left me alone. He didn’t say why he had decided to bring the subject up now—he didn’t need to. I knew. It was when he was kneeling before me, it was then he must have sniffed my crotch. The accumulated scum. And I realised, an aching humiliation, that Mum had smelt it as well.

That night two things happened. I showered and slowly pulled back my foreskin. It was tight and it hurt, hurt badly; it stung. But I pulled it back and started to lather up, spent five fucking minutes rubbing my cock raw till there wasn’t a fleck of dried old scum on it. And the second thing? Later, in bed, Tommy still watching TV in the lounge, I tried masturbating by tugging for the first time. Before, what I did was to roll my cock between my palms. It felt different, it didn’t feel as good, but it felt the right thing to do. This was how Dom did it, how boys were meant to do it.

Tommy and I never really talked about such things. It was a code set up between us from when we were very young. I don’t think Dom and Tommy spoke about that kind of stuff either. They weren’t close. It was like there was me, the baby, there was Dom, the oldest and a man, and somewhere in between was Tommy. He was happiest watching TV, sitting close to the screen, the rest of the family behind Him, not in view.

Of course, I remember the television as well, that it was always on. But some of my earliest memories—very early memories, those memories that reach back beyond when time became concrete, before time became clocked—are of being a small child and listening to the adults tell stories, their words competing with the TV. And I still remember one evening vividly, sitting on my father’s lap. Mum and Yiota were telling stories about life back in Greece. They were talking about the priests. Mum always said that you could trust the Church, never the priest. Her Aunt Yianoula had had an affair for years with Father Vassili. This night Yiota was telling us about the priest in her village. He was more into boys than girls and was having it off with a boy who minded the goats up in the mountain. One day the priest’s wife was returning from collecting firewood and she saw her husband, bent over, his robe discarded, being fucked by the shepherd boy. She screamed and started giving chase to both of them. Yiota says the men tore down the hill and ran into the valley where Yiota, still a girl, was helping her mother collect wild greens. She recalled that Father Yianni flew past, disrobed, only a white undershirt covering his torso. And you know what, chuckled Yiota, the big crucifix around his neck was swinging in time with his dick as he was running.

I remember the whole family collapsed into hysteria as Yiota told her tale. My father was laughing so much I can still remember his tears falling on my face as I looked up at him. Mama, Dom, Tommy, Spiro and Yiota, me and Dad, all of us were laughing.

•

I want to offer a history of my family. I can do that by fixing the dates—births and marriages, divorces and deaths. I can tell you the shared stories, the facts that have been sanctioned and passed down. But remember, please, this is also my story, in my own words. I’ll try and be honest, tell you what I know. But it is an interpretation; and I have to go back to beginnings and in the beginning I wasn’t there. So it may be that some of what I say is bullshit, is speculation, lies and fabrications passed on. Myth. But in wishing to describe a family it would be ludicrous to deny it its myths. Memory and myth, like fiction, tend towards the cataclysm, the catharsis, the tragic and the painful. Before I begin there is one thing I must insist on, that you must understand: we also shared laughter.


SECTION ONE

Dominic Stefano


Ghosts are not the resurrection but the insurrection of the dead.

FYODOR DOSTOYEVSKY



Dominic watched the clock, the slow creep towards the end of the lesson. He looked at the dark black sheen of Lynette’s hair in front of him. With one hand he scratched letters into the desk, with the other he softly rubbed his crotch, thinking of Lynette, listening to the murmuring of the teacher, words descending without meaning or sense, aware only of the rhythm. Lynette’s arse was big, squeezed into tight jeans. Dominic scratched the word fuck into the desk.

I should have wagged. He was bored by the regime and the monotony of school, the numbing repetition of knowledge. A map of Australia behind him, a picture of Queen Elizabeth, her face made ghostly by dust. A snakeskin, from an excursion in the country, was wrapped around the frame. Dominic took his hand off his crotch, yawned and again glanced at the clock. The hands tortured him with their exquisite laggard pace.

There was a sudden commotion in the corridor. A sobbing, then a knocking at the door. Mr Clifford entered, ignoring the students and walking straight up to the surprised Miss Ahrn. He whispered in her ear. The door was open and some students giggled, noticing that in the corridor thin Miss Lunerman was crying.

—Someone’s died, whispered Lynette to the stolid Olga sitting beside her. Wonder who it is.

Dominic watched Miss Ahrn. She had gripped the desk, her eyes stared wide. Mr Clifford put his arm around her. She shook it off. Clearing heir throat, then with an unsteady voice, she asked for attention. Her adolescent audience sat up, obedient. Even Dominic, feigning his usual boredom, was eager to hear what she had to say.

—Class, we’re dismissing early. It has just been announced on the radio. Miss Ahrn paused, she gripped the desk tighter. The bastards have sacked the Prime Minister.

The class broke into furore. Shouting, yelling. What happened? How? When? The pandemonium rang through the portable, shaking the air, joining the erupting thunder from throughout the school. Miss Ahrn and Mr Clifford watched silently.

—The cunts, the cunts, the cunts. Spiro Matheopolous was singing his disgust.

Only Dominic sat quietly. He was thinking, Mum will be furious.

He jumped up, took his thick history book and threw it against the back wall, towards the map. It crashed into the solemn face of the Queen. The snakeskin withered to dust and the glass fell as confetti to the floor. The room was immediately silent. He turned around, triumphant. Miss Ahrn smiled and Mr Clifford coughed nervously.

—Stefano, clean that mess up. The rest of you, go outside. There will be an early break.

Dominic did not move. His fellow classmates filed out into the yard. Mr Clifford glanced at him, then at the quiet Miss Ahrn, and he too left. The teacher and the student stood watching each other. She was the first to move.

—I’ll help you clean up.

The woman bent over and with an exercise book began scraping up the glass. Dominic crouched, watching the slow movement of her hands. Her long hair fell around her face, still wet from tears, and her tight sweater stretched across her thin breasts. The boy, clumsily, began to scoop up glass with his hand.

—No, Dom, get a broom and a pan.

The boy scrambled. He returned, handed them to the teacher and sat down next to her. He watched her collect the glass, sweep the dust. Her hands were long, thin, no polish on her nails. She finished her task and smiled at him, handing him back the pan.

—Empty it.

He touched her skin.

—And this? He held up the portrait which had come loose from the frame. Without a word, Miss Ahrn took it then tore it into pieces. Dominic listened to the tearing then laughed. They laughed together.

•

In the yard the school was dividing into factions. Dominic walked over to where three boys were sitting on a fence, their backs to the road. He sat with them.

—What you reckon, Dom?

—About what?

—Jesus, what do you reckon, dickhead? Whitlam’s sacking.

—I reckon it stinks.

—Bound to happen. This from Zalate. He’s an idiot.

—Why?

Zalate didn’t answer that.

—Funny it should happen today.

—Why?

—You know, Gallipoli.

—What the fuck? Harry glanced around quickly, took a pack of Winfield from his shirt pocket. He handed them around. Dominic saw that Mr Zeidars was looking at them. The teacher turned his back and Dominic took the smoke.

—Not fucking Gallipoli, you ignorant Croat cunt, it’s Armistice Day.

Zalate shrugged.

—You know what I mean, the minute silence for all the Aussies slaughtered by the Turks.

Harry giggled.

—Good on the Turks.

The boys stopped talking. A thin pale girl slid up to them.

—Can I speak to you, Dom?

Dominic nodded. The other boys moved on, a few metres away, pretending ignorance. Cheryl climbed up next to him.

—Have you been thinking about what I said?

—Whitlam’s been sacked.

Cheryl wasn’t looking at him.

—I don’t know anything about that. She looked at him. I don’t give a shit about that. She grabbed his smoke, puffed and handed it back.

—Well?

—Well what?

—What are we going to do?

Cheryl was the first girl Dominic had fucked. Standing up, a bedroom at a party, ‘The Song Remains the Same’. Jeans still on, her fingers on his arse, a matter of minutes. The first thrust had hurt, a little, as if his foreskin was tearing, then once in, she was grimacing, breathing hard, not enjoying it, but for him it had felt terrific, it had felt warm. He came and cried at the same time. They had done it again and again. Stupidly, without thinking of the consequences, but it wasn’t consequences he had wanted to think about. He kept wanting to return to her warm cunt. His mother talked of heaven, said that God existed but heaven did not. But God and heaven were there, together, in Cheryl’s cunt.

—What do you want to do?

—Keep it?

She didn’t know. She was asking him. She was frail, small tits, freckles and dirty blonde hair. Her stomach still flat. He no longer wanted the rush of her sex, not since the baby. The baby inside her made him stop wanting to fuck her. Made him stop wanting to be with her.

—We can’t.

We, which we? Me, you, the baby? God?

—I told my mum.

—Jesus Fucking Christ! He threw the cigarette at her, she ducked; the boys looked up, then quickly looked away.

—Did you tell her it was me?

Cheryl got furious.

—She didn’t have to ask. You’re the only one I’ve been with.

Dominic took her hand, she let him. The teachers were calling the students, an assembly was forming. Mr Zeidars came up.

—Fall to assembly. He reached into Harry’s pocket and took the cigarettes. If I catch you again . . . The threat was left open. They moved on, Mr Zeidars behind them, and Dominic let go of Cheryl’s hand.

She whispered in his ear, Mum says you have to pay for it, and then she rushed off.

They were let off early. Dominic avoided Cheryl, searched for his brother. He found Tommy in the library, playing chess with Glenn, a cretin. Dominic knocked away the pieces with a wave of his hand.

—Let’s go.

Sulking, Tommy stood up. Glenn whimpered but did not attempt to argue with the older boy. A quick goodbye, then Tommy followed after his brother.

The sacking was everywhere, in the air, on radios, in the milk bar where Dominic stopped for fags. The street that headed home was full of factories. Outside, workers in their blue overalls and aqua uniforms were arguing. Curses, obscenities everywhere. Dominic walked ahead, thinking of Cheryl. Tommy kicked stones up the street.

—Why did they sack him?

Dominic turned round, his brother had stopped, was looking up to him.

—’Cause he was a good man. That’s what they do to good people.

When they arrived home, their mother was already there, still in her pale blue factory dress.

—Go pick up the baby from Yiota’s, she ordered Tommy. The boy complained but headed off. Dominic sat down. His mother could not stand still, she was pacing the kitchen, her lungs devouring the cigarette. Dominic reached for one, and this time she did not stop him.

—Where’s your fucking father?

—At work? This was offered quietly.

—He should be on fucking strike.

—Maybe he’s at the pub.

Maria stopped, looked sharply at her son.

—That’s the problem with the Australians. They are probably all at the pub, drinking, talking. Her voice rose. Instead of doing. She broke into Greek curses and Dominic looked out of the window.

In his bedroom his mother had placed a holy icon, the Virgin and the Child. An old broken piece of wood, the picture faded. Sometimes a small candle was lit, floating in oil, and placed next to the icon. A portrait of Whitlam stood beside it. His mother rarely talked of God, gave Him no definition. But she spoke of the Panagia, the Virgin, and she spoke of the Prime Minister. He could hear her, she was wild, swiping the air with her fists and cursing her fate. Listening to her brute fury, Dominic was scared.

Tommy arrived with the baby and Yiota. She was frightened. The two women rushed to each other with long cries. All Greek, fast, furious, and Dominic could not understand them. He was holding the baby, Lou was struggling in his arms, and Tommy, scared, ran to the television.

The emerging sound from the lounge room halted the women’s tears. They too rushed to the television. Dominic stayed in the kitchen, playing with Lou, lifting the baby up high on his knee, dropping him onto his lap, repeating the game. Lou gurgled, smiled. Dominic could hear the channels changing, the click of the dial, Tommy complaining.

—Quick, quick, Dom, his mother called. Come here.

Whitlam was on the television, camera in his face, a crowd before him.

—Look what a giant he is, his mother praised.

—What’s he saying? Yiota asked.

His mother translated. That only God can save that slut’s crawling slave, that bastard John Kerr, because the people are going to hang the animal.

His mother never referred to Elizabeth Windsor as Queen. She was simply the Poutana.

Yiota shook her head.

—There will be war.

—There has to be war, thundered his mother. A revolution. She was excited, beneath the tears there was an excitement. This is a coup, this is another junta.

Yiota crossed herself.

Dominic watched Whitlam. All strength.

The phone rang. His mother rushed to it. She came back, frowning.

—It’s Cheryl. Be quick.

Cheryl was crying.

—Dom, what are we going to do?

He whispered, pulling tight on the phone cord, trying to shelter in the safety of his bedroom. He could see his mother and his brother intent on the television.

—We have to get rid of it.

His own words shocked him. He turned his back to the icon. Cheryl said nothing, only sobbed.

—I’ll go with you.

—Mum says we can’t go to a hospital. More sobbing. She doesn’t want any questions asked. She knows a doctor who’ll do it. A scream in the background. Jesus, Dom, she’s threatening to call the cops on you.

Dominic cleared his throat. Stay calm. Whitlam had disappeared from the screen. A journalist’s head, bobbing rapidly.

—How much will it cost?

—Three hundred dollars.

—Fucking hell. Dominic groaned.

—Mum says you have to pay for it.

Dominic did not reply. He understood the justice.

—When?

—Soon.

An awkward silence.

—I love you, Dom.

He said nothing. He heard her sniffing.

—What are you doing?

—I’m watching Whitlam, on the TV.

—Who fucking cares about Whitlam?

He slammed the phone on her.

—What did she want?

—Nothing.

—I don’t like her.

Dominic stared hard at the television.

—Don’t trust the Australian girls, Dom. His mother pointed to the black and white images on the television. See what they do to people who like dagos in this country, see what they do to Whitlam because he cared about us migrants. Don’t trust the Australians.

—I am Australian. His shouting made the baby cry. His mother picked Lou up, stared down at the sullen Dominic.

—You’re not, she said in Greek. Maybe when they stop calling you wog. Her voice was cruel, he was shocked that she was laughing at him. In English.

—You’re a wog, aren’t you, wog boy, that’s what Cheryl calls you behind your back, no?

—Shut the fuck up!

His mother turned away from him.

—Maybe you are Australian. Shut the fuck up, shut the fuck up. That’s what they’ve been telling me for years.

Dominic was slapped by her sadness.

•

The cat sprawled at his touch and he rubbed her fat belly. Across the street the factory was all banging and whirring of machines. The cat’s purring was the only softness.

His mother did not allow the cat in the house, she had to shelter underneath. She trusted only Dominic, took food straight from his hands. He rubbed her belly, felt the sharp ridges of the scarring.

—Hey cat, Dominic whispered, you pregnant too?

Every few months Dominic was sent to drown the new litter in the river.

—Hey, Dom, is it World War Three in there?

The cat ran off, a sleek flash, at Artie’s voice. He kicked after her.

—Mum’s pretty angry.

—I thought she would be. Artie dropped his bag, sat down next to his son and offered him a cigarette. The man was sweating, his hands black from the grease of the machines.

—Bad news, bad news.

Dominic did not answer.

—That’s the end of a Labor government for another twenty years. Artie nudged his son. Don’t listen to your mum, she thinks like a Red. She doesn’t know Australia, sometimes I think she never will. People like it slow here, like it easy. They don’t like change.

—Where were you?

Maria was behind the screen door, arms folded. Artie did not turn around.

—At work, where else?

—I thought maybe the pub.

—Oh Jesus, Maria, give us a break.

She opened up the door and stood above them.

—I’m on strike.

Artie swiftly turned around.

—Have they called a general strike?

—They will.

Dominic watched a dog across the street squat and piss in the factory’s driveway.

—Well, I’ve heard nothing about it.

—This is a coup, Arto.

Dominic stood up.

—I’m going to the park.

Maria shook her head.

—You’re staying home tonight.

—Let the boy go, what’s he going to do, stay home listening to your raving?

—Aren’t you upset? the son quizzed the father.

—Yes. Artie stood up, messed the boy’s hair. But it’s the end of Whitlam. He faced his wife. No amount of complaining is going to change that.

By that night the house was crowded with visitors. His Uncle Peter and his Aunt Elisabet; the Kyriakous from down the road; the drunk, Colin McCabe, his father’s work friend. Yiota helped Maria with the food and the drink and the kitchen clouded with smoke. Tommy sat with the baby in the lounge room and Dominic sat with the adults. Tonight they let him smoke in front of the relatives. The conversation was all politics, all anger. A young woman from the biscuit factory, a Yugoslav, arrived and he was entranced by the beauty of her broad features. She said little, and when she did she spoke softly. Dominic watched the fine threads of hair on her arms.

The phone rang and it was his Uncle Joe from Western Australia. His mother answered the call and she returned, stern.

—It’s for you, she said to her husband. All contempt. He’s celebrating.

The room went quiet. Unlike the others, Dom did not strain to hear the conversation from the hall. The Slav woman was wearing an orange dress patterned with white leaves. He imagined fucking her and the desire was too sweet; his crotch, his face, they felt as if they were burning.

The next morning there was no school. Though initially protesting, Artie gave in and followed his wife and children to the demonstration. Dominic walked ahead of his family, not looking behind, keeping his distance. Outside Town Hall an immense crowd had gathered, through which Maria proudly weaved her pram. Tommy held tight to his brother’s shirt, fearful of the noise, overwhelmed by the mass of people. Men with megaphones walked through, calling for action. All placards and ribbons. The police were everywhere, a long line of blue, watching, waiting. The protesters chanted and screamed and, carried away, Dominic began chanting with them. They marched through the streets, and his blood released a venom that became a passion that became a hate. A very thin blond policeman passed by his side. Dominic spat. On the footpaths strangers stood and watched. He could not understand their reticence, for in the middle of this crowd Dominic had found a voice that made him strong. He screamed poison and his voice rose above Cheryl, rose above the child in her womb, the temptation of her cunt. Safe within the crowd, Dominic urged murder.

He did not listen to the speeches. The men with the megaphones were too far away, their talk senseless. He looked up at the sweep of the Parliament steps, then down the stretch of boulevard. The vast crowd was behind him, around him. Beside him his mother was crying; his father, sullen, bored, smoked a cigarette.

Strike. The word began slowly, then moved serpentine throughout the crowd. His mother was fire, alive with the word. Strike, strike, strike. Banging, thumping, clapping. The crowd pushed forward, mocking the block of frightened police protecting the steps. Dominic slapped his hands together, took the word and threw it back; the world spoke in one voice. Strike.

Then there was a silence, another man on the podium, urging patience and restraint; the crowd descended back to peace. The tight fence of policemen stood firm across the steps. A final applause, a retreat, and then it was over.

And back at home, as his brother turned the television on, and his mother stirred the coffee, Dominic found that all the strength from the morning had left him. Cheryl came back and the thought of her was obscene. He yelled, I’m going out, and ran from the house.

Tiger snakes lived in the park. Last summer a young girl had been bitten, had died. This is what was said. Dominic lumped hard on the grass, announcing his presence.

The park, the great grounds of the river, was empty. He slashed through the grass, keeping to the water’s edge. The foliage was all dark greens and shades of yellow. He walked towards the prison. The construction sites were quiet, huge piles of stone and dirt ready for the freeway. That’s the future, his father had said, pointing towards morning, a house out east.

The prison’s grey walls were impenetrable. He touched the granite. Behind the prison lay an empty stretch of grass; on one side a hospital protected by wire fencing, on the other a stretch of the city. A small city. Dominic sat on the grass, lit a cigarette, looked at the thin spires on the horizon.

An old man was walking a black labrador. Both animal and human walked slowly, both elderly. Dominic recognised the man, one of the faces he had grown up with, saw in the milk bar or coming out of the pub, a familiar stranger. The man was wearing a long-sleeved white shirt and faded blue jeans, baggy, folds of denim fluttering around his spindly legs. The dog barked, once, and Dominic gestured.

It was a licky dog; his face got wet. He pushed the animal away.

—Rex, come here!

The old man’s voice was harsh.

—It’s right, mate, he ain’t bothering me.

Dominic got up and they stood together, looking out to the city.

—No school today?

—Nah. Nervously. Went to a demo.

The old man nodded, slowly. His eyes were tender, they searched Dominic’s face. Sad eyes. Dominic, shy, not wishing to talk, smoked silently. He felt the man’s gaze on him.

—You a Greek?

—Italian. Dominic was going to continue, to explain further, then decided against it. The question rattled him, it had no answer.

—Whitlam supporter?

There was longing, an appetite, in the old man’s eyes. The man held his hand out as if to touch Dominic’s arm, then the hand fluttered down to rest on the labrador’s back.

—I should get going. Dominic turned around and began running.

—Nice to meet you, the old man called after him.

The boy sped off, rushing across the oval, jumping the creek, running all the way home.

•

He did not attend school for a week, threatening Tommy with violence if he dobbed to the parents, avoiding Cheryl. She rang, he told his mother to say he wasn’t home if she called. Maria was glad to assist in this lie.

—You gonna flunk, mate.

—Who cares?

Dominic and Victor were drinking beer, cans, in the old sheds by Victoria Park Station. Saturday night.

—What you gonna do?

—Apprenticeship. Carpentry, maybe. Dad’s trying to find something for me.

—You want to do that?

The sun was setting as the boys drank.

—Yeah, should be all right.

Victor was smart, going to go to university. Maybe. His mother liked Victor, he was passionate about similar things. Whitlam. Free universities, his mother raged, the man made the universities free and still this bloody country complains. Yeah, his father would answer, but everything fucking costs a bloody lot more. Think of your children, Maria would scream, and the argument would be on.

—Tina says Cheryl’s pregnant.

Dominic didn’t answer.

—Well, is she?

—Yeah, she is.

—What you gonna do?

—Kill it. Kill her. Kill my fucking self.

Victor laughed and sucked on the can.

—She’ll have the abortion. Her mum’s a Christian psycho. She’s not going to put up with a pregnant fifteen year old. What would the neighbours say?

The platform was empty except for a young Greek man, drunk, in a shirt and tie, waiting for the city train.

—Hey, Vic, you know that old Aussie guy with the black labrador on Ramsden Street?

Victor sniffed.

—Yeah, the guy just down the road from us?

—Yeah. Whereabouts is the house?

—Two doors down from the station. Must cause a racket. Victor threw an empty can against a graffitied wall. Why do you ask?

—He said hello the other day.

—Zoron reckons he’s a pervert.

The sun had set and the breeze was now cold. Dominic folded his arms.

—Zoron is full of it.

—Yeah, I know, king of the bullshitters. Victor looked over at Dominic. But he reckons he got ten bucks once for showing the queer his dick.

No answer.

Guess it’s an easy ten bucks, Victor shrugged.

Dominic jumped up.

—What do you want to do?

—Where’s there to go?

—See you then?

—See you.

The boys scaled the wall, headed home.

•

He knocked twice on the door then almost ran off. There was no answer but for the barking of the dog. He tried again. Slow shuffled steps, the barking of the dog. A latch undone, the door slowly opened.

—What do you want?

Three hundred dollars.

—Hello, sir, we met the other day. At the park. I’m Dominic Stefano, from down the road.

—Yeah? And what do you want?

Three hundred dollars.

—Can I come in?

The dog sniffed through the crack of the door, Dominic let it lick at his fingers. The old man hesitated, then opened the door wide.

—Come in then.

Dominic at fifteen was never to be more handsome. His hair was tight brown curls and his olive eyes were outlined with long lashes. He was lean, tough. Hair had begun to sprout all over his body, and though it confused the boy himself, so much so that he refused to be seen without a singlet or T-shirt, shocked by the pace of becoming an adult, it was the sight of the rich curls beneath the boy’s collar that drew the old man. He wanted to reach for the boy’s neck, to touch the curls, to kiss goodbye to the boy.

The house was full of the clutter of history. Photographs and books, an old ship’s compass. The man shuffled slowly to the kitchen.

—Would you like a tea?

—No, answered the boy.

—A soft drink? A beer?

—I’ll have a beer.

A man in military uniform, standing up, handsome. Beside him, sitting, a pretty woman in white. The sallow old man’s face just discernible in the proud eyes of the young soldier.

—Is this you? asked Dominic when the man returned with a glass of beer.

—Yes. And me wife.

Dominic quickly looked around.

—Sorry, she asleep?

—She’s dead.

The dog was wagging its tail, pawing the boy. Dominic stroked its head.

The man continued.

—That was taken when I returned from Malaysia. I was in the war.

—She’s beautiful. And she was. The woman was lean and pretty, elegant.

The man cleared his throat and extended his hand across the couch.

—I’m Bill.

—I’m Dominic.

—So you said. What can I do for you, Dominic?

Give me three hundred dollars, you fucking poofter cunt. He was ashamed at the thought. The man was old, frail. He could kill him, injure him, it would be easy.

—Take your time.

Dominic laughed.

—I don’t have too much of that.

—Bullshit! The reply was almost fury. Bill gazed on the youth, blinked his eyes shut tight. The arrogance of his handsome body.

—You live in Roseneath Street?

The boy nodded. The man poured more beer.

—My girlfriend’s pregnant. He noticed the crucifix, hanging on the wall. I need money.

—Don’t we all.

—Three hundred bucks. Then breathlessly, I don’t want her to have the baby, we couldn’t afford it, we’re too young, now he was beginning to cry, ashamed but doing it, breathing heavily, and I can’t tell Mum and Dad, they’d kill me for being so fucking stupid. Abrupt stop.

—Sorry, I didn’t mean to swear.

The old man laughed.

—S’all right, mate.

The boy wiped his eyes, sniffed, the tears, stopped.

—What do you want from me?

Dominic stared ahead, hard; Bill was again defeated by the arrogance in the dark eyes.

—I want some money. And I’ve heard you’ll pay.

—Why should I give you money for nothing? The man signalled for the dog, did not take his eyes off Dominic.

And Dominic was thinking, while looking down at the rug, red floral swirls, that murder would be easier.

—I’ve heard that you will . . . How was he to say this? You can fuck me if you want to, sir. I need the money and I won’t tell anyone. Dominic had lifted his head, returned the man’s defiant stare. The old man said nothing, got up and left the room. The dog followed. Dominic took a large swig of beer.

The man returned with two glasses, an amber liquid. He handed one to the boy and Dominic sniffed it warily; he had no taste for whisky, but he drank, a large gulp down, and screwed up his face.

—Thanks, sir.

The man sat down.

—First, I don’t know what you heard and what little lying cunt it came from, but know this, I don’t fuck men. I’m not a poof, not that way. I don’t want to fuck you. Fucking, and it sounds like you already know this, fucking is what you do with a woman. That’s how it’s meant to be and that’s how it is best.

The man hesitated. He’s like a teacher, thought Dominic, wonder if he is a teacher?

—I’m sorry, sir.

—You’ve got to be careful of poofters, son, they’ll corrupt you. The man downed the whisky. Three hundred dollars?

Dominic hung his head.

—Can’t you work?

Dominic nodded.

—But I have to give any money to Dad.

—Can’t you tell him?

—He’d fucking kill me.

—I haven’t got three hundred dollars to give you.

Dominic got up. He left his whisky unfinished.

—Sorry to disturb you, sir.

—Wait. The man pointed to the glass. Drink up. He patted the dog, no longer looking at the boy, lost in the room and its memories.

—I can give you some of it.

Dominic excited, almost gleeful. Yeah?

—Yes. But not for nothing.

A train screeched, the house began to slowly rumble, then to shake, the noise drowned the heavy panting of the dog. Then, abruptly, a last whistle and the train had passed.

—What do I have to do?

The man coughed, then blushed. He did not look at the boy.

—You just have to comfort me. I’ll give you twenty dollars for every time you comfort me.

How? Dominic was humiliated to find that his cock was now erect under the soft cotton of his pants. The man poured another whisky. Softly he mumbled an order.

—What?

—Come here.

The boy rose, walked over to the sitting man. The man put down his glass and looked up to the shaking boy.

—Don’t be scared, I won’t hurt you. That’s the last thing I want to do. Dominic was quiet. The man smiled nervously. With one hand he began to massage the boy’s crotch.

Throughout, Dominic watched the dog. The man, embarrassed, removed his dentures, lay them next to the empty glass. Sorry, sorry.

—That’s all right, replied the boy.

The man’s mouth was dry, not wet at all, and he licked at cock and balls, none of Cheryl’s mechanical sucks. The boy closed his eyes, the man’s bristles stung. He opened them once, looked down, the man was tugging a loose and long thin cock. He closed his eyes, dreamt nothing but space, black and lonely space, nothing but the wheezing of the dog, the stink of whisky, and when he came, he came inside the hole.

The man drank his fill of the boy. His hands clutched the boy’s buttocks, he pushed the boy towards him, ate from him. When he had finished, had cleaned the cock of semen, the man sat back, closed his eyes and mourned his age. He picked up his dentures, mumbled an apology and left the room, hanging onto his belt, his pants falling. The dog looked up expectantly, then fell again to rest.

Dominic looked down at his naked crotch, pulled back the foreskin. His cock was wet, pink. He rubbed it with a handkerchief, then quickly pulled up his pants, zipped his fly. The man had not yet returned. Dominic looked at the photo of the beautiful thin woman, her white lace. A watch, gold, lay beside a thick leather book. The man had still not returned. The boy pocketed the watch. The dog did not stir. There was flush of a toilet, then the man was back.

To corrupt the silence, the man poured another whisky. Dominic drank again, this time there was no scouring. He wondered if he was drunk.

—Thank you.

—That’s all right. Dominic wanted to laugh. The man’s face was white, wrinkled. The thin pink veins were ugly. The boy fixed his eyes, tried not to look away.

—Please don’t tell anyone.

—I won’t.

Of course I fucking won’t.

The man stared into his glass.

—You shouldn’t do this too often.

—I won’t. The boy cleared his throat, drank from the whisky, the spirit was making him loud. I’m not like you, I like women.

—So do I. The voice was a quiet rumble, like distant thunder.

Have you always been like this, the boy wished to ask.

—I was married for thirty-five years, the man answered his thought, and I was not unfaithful once. Not once.

Dominic was getting impatient. He wanted the night, to feel a breeze. He finished the whisky.

—I never betrayed Cynthia.

—You must have been in love.

Did she know you were a fucking queer?

—We were. Then she died and I was alone. The man was no longer looking at Dominic. He’s pissed, out of it, thought the boy, pay up, pay up, where’s the bloody money?

—Don’t do this too often.

—I won’t.

—I have two sons, I’d hate to think they were doing this.

The gold watch was sinking in Dominic’s pocket.

The man sighed. He took some notes from his pocket, threw them at the boy.

—Here it is. Dominic clutched at the cash, scooping it up. It was a hundred dollars. He pocketed the money, a large smile lit his face.

—Can I trust you?

The boy nodded.

—I’ll give you two hundred all up. That’s ten times you come here, right, ten nights you comfort me.

Dominic hesitated. Who you going to tell, arsehole, if I just pocket this? The old man was staring hard at the youth. Dominic extended his hand.

—I’ll shake on it.

So they did.

—Sorry, sir, got to go. The room was disappearing, the man was disappearing. The boy was eager, smiling, impatient to leave. Without a word the man rose and walked Dominic to the door. The black sky danced with stars. Dominic breathed in the infinite space, jumped into the night.

—Can you come this Sunday? Sunday afternoon.

—Yeah, said the boy. Thanks.

And he meant it, the cash in his hand, the watch in his pocket. And it had not hurt, and he had not had to do anything but stand there, and he had not had to be fucked, so he was still clean.

—Thanks, he repeated, and jumped into the street.

•

His mother was in the lounge room, talking with Yiota. In the kitchen his father was with the men, playing cards. The house was full of smoke.

—Where have you been?

—Out. He kissed his mother, kissed Yiota.

—Cheryl rang.

In the kitchen the men were drunk, a line of beer bottles on the bench. Dominic ate cold moussaka, watched the men play.

—Had a good night?

Dominic nodded to his father.

He brushed his teeth slowly, filling his mouth with the paste, washing away the evening. Tommy was still awake, reading. Dominic stripped to his underpants and jumped into bed.

—Were you with Victor?

—Yeah.

Dominic looked at the icon above Tommy’s bed. The Virgin’s face was clouded, black, soiled from age. The boy Jesus with the old man’s face. Once, Tommy had run screaming from the room, had dissolved in hysterical tears. The baby Jesus had turned his face, had beckoned him. Tommy was sometimes crazy.

—Turn off the light.

—I want to read some more.

—Turn off the fucking light!

The younger boy obeyed.

Dominic could hear his brother praying. Tommy prayed all the time, sometimes for hours into the night. A murmur, indecipherable, a steady stream.

—Mum and Dad had a fight.

—What about?

—Mum wants to go back to Greece, reckons we all should go.

Dominic laughed.

—Yeah, right. It’s okay for her, she can speak the language. What are we meant to do?

—That’s what Dad said.

—It’s not going to happen. She’s just upset about Whitlam.

Dominic looked up again, at the icon. Next to it the Prime Minister’s face was smiling.

Tommy followed his gaze.

—He shouldn’t be there. That’s blasphemy.

—Shut up with that Christian shit. That photo stays there.

Tommy fell silent.

Dominic lay awake, listening to the occasional shouts from the kitchen, the muffled music from the radio. At one point his mother played a Greek song. Tommy was still praying.

Dominic waited for his brother’s snores. They finally came, the whimper of sleep. Then Dominic pulled down his shorts, closed his eyes and filled his thoughts with dreams of women. He sunk into Yiota’s firm large breasts, licked from Cheryl’s cunt. He conjured up movie stars and pop stars. He pulled at his dick and Tommy disappeared, the house disappeared, the money and the old man disappeared. And when he came he was dreaming of Lynette’s large behind, kissing her neck, eating at the thick strands of her hair.

Next morning he rushed to Cheryl’s house. Her mum and dad were at church. She answered the door in a white bath robe, her eyes still full of sleep.

—I’ve got the money. Or I will have, I’ve got half of it.

The girl let him in, they sat on the couch and watched sports on television.

—Maybe I’ll keep it.

Dominic wanted to smash her pretty little face in. He took her hand.

—We can’t.

—Why not?

—We’re too young.

I don’t love you, I don’t want you. Dominic was tasting freedom, his youth was back.

Cheryl started to cry. They made love on the sofa, his cock inside her, once inside her he wanted to stay there forever. And then, spluttering to orgasm, the feeling went. He couldn’t wait to leave.

—Tell your mum to organise it, as soon as.

Monday he went back to school. Order had returned. The Queen was back in her place, a new frame. The snakeskin gone. After school he sold the watch. It was not gold at all, and he only received ten dollars for it. Dominic visited the old man twice every week for a month, cleared the debt. His visits to the old man occurred outside his world. In the old man’s world they would talk, a little; the man would get his comfort, they would share a drink and the old man would tell him some stories. As soon as the sex was finished, Dominic forgot it, a chore wiped from his memory.

Only once did the two worlds merge. In the bedroom, when he ordered Tommy to stop reading, to turn off the light.

—Dom.

—Go to sleep.

—Dom, Bruno says he saw you visiting that old guy in Ramsden Street.

Dominic held his breath. Tommy waited in the silence.

—Dom?

—Your mate Bruno is a fucking poofter cunt.

—Did you?

—What?

—Visit the old man?

—Yeah.

—What for?

For money.

—Victor kicked a footy in his place. I was going to collect it.

Tommy lay back, closed his eyes. He wanted to ask more but he was scared. There was a danger in his brother’s voice.

Dominic continued to visit, to honour his debt, after this conversation. But only at night, when the street was empty. And he left by the old man’s back gate, disappeared along the railway line.

•

On the day of Cheryl’s abortion, the Australian people voted against Gough Whitlam and his social-democratic government. Dominic saw her the morning after. She was pale and sick, could hardly look at him, all tears.

—This is all your bloody fault, you fucking wog bastard, her mother hissed at him.

Cheryl’s father, oblivious to the truth of his daughter’s illness, greeted him with a wide smile. In silence, Dominic held Cheryl’s hand.

—Whitlam didn’t get in.

—Who fucking cares?

And that was all that was said.

At home his mother was crying, angry, inconsolable. His father had escaped to the garden and Tommy was reading in their bedroom. Dominic grabbed two of his mother’s cigarettes and ran down to the river. He sat and smoked on a small hill that overlooked the grey thin buildings of the city. The sun was high, not hot but pleasant. A crow danced in the air above him. That’s my baby, thought Dominic, and for one brief moment he was sad. Then the crow was no more and the day was warm and the air was still and the year was closing and the world had changed and Dominic had escaped. He smoked his cigarette, prayed a small thanks, watched the lazy city.


SECTION TWO

Thomas Stefano


When you stand in front of me and look at me, what do you know of the griefs that are in me and what do I know of yours? And if I were to cast myself down before you and weep and tell you, what more would you know about me than you know about Hell when someone tells you it is hot and dreadful? For that reason alone we human beings ought to stand before one another as reverently, as reflectively, as lovingly as we would before the entrance to Hell.
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Blonde Mary

The television was on. The women were preparing the table, the men were round the barbecue. Tommy was alone in the lounge room, watching the TV. The birth of Christ. Mary was blonde, an LA nymph. Joseph was soap-opera handsome, young and smooth.

Tommy was thinking, sipping at his beer, how cheap Mary looked, what a cheap American slag. There was dancing in Jerusalem, the young Mary had just spotted the pretty Joseph. The camera cut back and forth, back and forth, to the blonde Mary with the silicon breasts, to the bearded Joseph with the sculptured chest. Their eyes met. Commercial break.

—What are you watching?

—The Christmas story.

Lou was going to be handsome, no doubt about that. His eyes were dark, his skin, even at the height of adolescence, smooth. His body was trim from swimming. And he was tall. Tommy patted his paunch, put down the beer.

—How’s things?

—Good. The boy had become fixated on the television.

Their conversation was always stilted, always short. Between Dom and Lou it was different. Dom spoilt him, that was that. Dominic had never indulged Tommy. Sometimes, Tommy thought, watching the Virgin’s face, lewd at Joseph’s advances, he wanted a world in which there were no brothers.

Punch hard, punch fast. Dominic had a great right fist.

Lou got up.

—Looks pretty boring.

—Go and help Dad.

—No, you go and help Dad.

In the kitchen his mother and his aunts were baking. Greek pies. His Aunt Sophia was across from the west, with Duke, her fat dull husband. Sophia was trying to help.

He was going to bring Soo-Ling, introduce her around, but at the last moment he couldn’t. He couldn’t bear the tension, the looks, the judgements.

A Chinese girl’s slash is horizontal not vertical. Dom once told him that. And nigger cunt smells like mango.

I’ve got an Asian girlfriend.

—Get up, Tom, go help your father.

His mother still carried a trace of the Mediterranean in her voice. The thick vowels and the soft consonants. He didn’t take his eyes off the screen. Joseph was stripped to the waist, drawing water from the well. Mary’s tits were plastic. They didn’t move with her body.

He went to the toilet. Splashed piss on the floor and had to clean it up. Sometimes he pissed a split stream, as if his cock had two holes. He wiped the floor with tissue paper. In the bathroom he pulled up his shirt, looked at his belly. The fine black hair, the stretch of fat. He clutched at the flab, shook it, wished he could tear it off. He dropped his shirt and washed his hands.

Outside, Artie handed Tommy the fork. Look after them. The meat was still red, seeping blood. Tommy turned the pieces over. His brother was kicking a soccer ball across the yard, back to boyhood. He kicked the ball over to Tommy and it shook the barbecue.

—Watch it!

Dominic too was getting fat. His legs were thick, the T-shirt he wore stretched tight across chest and stomach. But he still looked good, still played footy, still worked hard. His arms were long and strong, the arms of a carpenter. His hair, never black, had been dulled by successive summers to a dull bronze with flashes of red.

When he was young, Dominic’s pubic hair had been bright red. The flamed bush, when he first spied it, had shocked Tommy.

The air sizzled with the smell of charcoal and meat. His Uncle Duke was already drunk, slurring and smoking cigarettes. Maria, inside the house, had her lips closed, her mouth thin, she hated her husband’s family. Tommy watched her through the window, at the sink, her long dyed hair. His mother always had long hair, refused to cut it with age the way other wog women did. She still looked beautiful. Tommy turned away.

—How’s work?

Dominic opened a beer, sat on a plastic chair and wiped away sweat.

—Okay, replied Tommy.

—They still talking of getting rid of people?

—They always do.

Work, thought Tommy, I don’t want to talk about fucking work.

—And how are you going?

—Good, good. Business is fine, Dominic replied, and they fell into uncomfortable silence.

Few people guessed, on first meeting, that Dominic and Tommy were brothers. They shared dark skin, their mother’s delicate mouth, but that was all.

Dominic took off his T-shirt. His skin was olive, tanned by the sun. His chest and belly an explosion of fine blond hair. He’s not fat, he’s bulky, thought Tommy, and again he wished he could rip through his skin, get to the meat, to the flab, to the excess. Rip it up and start again.

—Put your shirt on.

Dominic laughed at Eva’s taut command. He slapped his belly.

—Aren’t you proud of your old man?

Eva was tall and thin, and Tommy thought her sophisticated. He envied his brother his wife.

She did not reply. Instead she took a seat offered to her by Duke and ruffled Tommy’s hair.

—You all right?

—Sure, he smiled, it’s Christmas.

The Stefano men all loved Eva.

—Where’s Soo-Ling?

—With friends.

—When do we meet her? Dominic sat up.

—Soon.

—How soon? Artie was looking up, squinting from the smoke. He was balding, he was all grey.

Tommy didn’t answer.

Eva quickly changed the subject.

—Dom, go check on the baby.

—You do it, answered her husband.

—Please, you go, Eva turned away from Dom, I want to talk to Tommy.

Dom went in and checked on his child.

The lunch was on the verandah, under the grapevines, with lots of beer and wine. Yiota arrived with the gangly Spiro and she brought octopus, salad and fresh bread. Their daughter, the dark gorgeous little Ourania, ran into the yard and jumped into Artie’s arm. Hello
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